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[Lore of Department Store Workers]

[2,500 Words?]
FOLKLORE

[NEW YORK?] Forms to be Filled out for Each Interview

FORM A Circumstances of Interview

STATE New York

NAME OF WORKER May Swenson
ADDRESS 29 1/2 Morton St. #2B

DATE Feb. 2, 1939

SUBJECT Lore Of Department Store Workers

1. Date and time of interview Jan. 31 and Feb. 1, 1939

2. Place of interview 112 East 19th St. (Union Headquarters, Dept. Store Workers, Local

1250

3. Name and address of informant Irving Fajans (Prefers use of Union address, 112 E. 19

St.)

4. Name and address of person, if any, who put you in touch with informant. Clarene

Michaelson. Same address

5. Name and address of person, if any, accompanying you
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6. Description of room, house, surroundings, etc.
Ping-Pong Rooom at Union Headquarters.
FOLKLORE

NEW YORK

FORM B Personal History of Informant

STATE New York

NAME OF WORKER May Swenson
ADDRESS 29 1/2 Morton St. #2B N.Y.C.
DATE Feb. 2, 1939

SUBJECT Lore of Department Store Workers
1. Ancestry

2. Place and date of birth

3. Family

4. Places lived in, with dates

5. Education, with dates

6. Occupations and accomplishments, with dates

7. Special skills and interests
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8. Community and religious activities
9. Description of informant

10. Other Points gained in interview
TO BE OBTAINED

SWENSON

701127

LIVING FOLKLORE

FEB. 1, 1939 ( COLLECTED FROM MEMBERS OF DEPARTMENT STORE WORKERS
UNION, 1250.)

IRVING FAJANS, OF 112 EAST 19TH STREET, WHO HAS BEEN A DEPARTMENT
STORE WORKER FOR OVER FIVE YEARS, GREETED ME WITH THE SMILING
COURTESY WHICH HAS BECOME HABITUAL WITH HIM IN DEALING WITH
CUSTOMERS. ASKED IF THE ENFORCED RULE OF POLITENESS TO ALL COMERS
DID NOT DESERT HIM IN AFTER-WORK HOURS, HE REPLIED: “ OH, NO, MISS! |
GUESS IT'S JUST GOT TO BE NATURAL FOR ME TO ACT POLITE. YOU SEE THE
FIRST THING A COUNTER MAN LEARNS IS TO KEEP HIS PERSONAL THOUGHTS
AND OPINIONS TO HIMSELF. WHATEVER WE MAY THINK OF A CUSTOMER,

WE HAVE TO POSTPONE EXPRESSING IT UNTIL THE CUSTOMER IS OUT OF
EARSHOT..... SOME OF THEM MAKE EXTREME DEMANDS ON A FELLOW'S
PATIENCE, THOUGH. LIKE THE TIME | WAS BEHIND THE CIGAR COUNTER AND
A WOMAN HOLDING A SQUIRMING BRAT ASKED FOR A 3 CENT STAMP, AND
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THEN ASKED ME TO HOLD THE KID WHILE SHE FISHED FOR THE PENNIES IN HER
PURSE. “

2

MR. FAJANS HAS MADE HIS OWN CLASSIFICATION OF CUSTOMERS: ' 1. THE
CUSTOMER WHO ENTERS THE STORE PERIODICALLY TO BUY THE SAME
ARTICLE AT THE SAME PRICE— SUCH AS SOCKS OR HANDKERCHIEFS, THIS
TYPE, YOU ALWAYS KNOW WHAT HE'S GOING TO ASK FOR BEFORE HE TELLS
YOU.

2. THE KIND WHO TELLS YOU SHE KNOWS WHAT SHE WANTS, AND THEN TAKES
TWO HOURS TO MAKE UP HER MIND.

3. THE TYPE THAT'S IN A HURRY— HAS TO MAKE A TRAIN, OR HAS AN
APPOINTMENT, AND THEN DAWDLES AROUND, HUMS AND HAWS OVER
EVERYTHING YOU SHOW HER, FINALLY WALKING OUT WITHOUT BUYING.

4. THE TYPE WHO WILL SLIP IN JUST BEFORE THE CLOSING BELL RINGS
AND TAKE UP THE SALESMAN'S TIME AFTER HOURS— OF COURSE VERY
APOLOGETIC ABOUT IT.

5. THE TYPE WHO IS PURCHASING AN ARTICLE FOR SOMEONE ELSE, WITHOUT
KNOWING SIZE, AGE, OR SOMETIMES, SEX.

6. THE 'MATCH IT' TYPE. SHE'LL COME IN WITH A SMUDGE OF LIPSTICK ON A
PIECE OF PAPER; FOR INSTANCE, AND WANT YOU TO MATCH IT EXACTLY IN THE
ARTICLE.

7. THE TYPE WHO TELLS YOU SHE HAS SEEN THE SAME THING IN ANOTHER
3
STORE AT A MUCH LOWER PRICE— BUT BUYS FROM YOU JUST THE SAME.

[Lore of Department Store Workers] http://www.loc.gov/resource/wpalh2.24021013



Library of Congress

8. THE CUSTOMER WHO WILL [?] PLACE C.O.D. ORDER FOR A LARGE AMOUNT,
SOMETIMES HUNDREDS OF DOLLARS, TO IMPRESS THE CLERK, AND THEN THE
MERCHANDISE IS RETURNED NEXT DAY.

9. ANOTHER TYPE ANXIOUS TO IMPRESS YOU, IS THE WOMAN WHO BUYS SOME
CHEAP ARTICLE LIKE WASHCLOTHS, SAY, FOR 11 CENTS APIECE, AND THEN
EXPLAINS THAT SHE IS CHOOSING THE INEXPENSIVE CLOTHS BECAUSE SHE IS ©
BUYING FOR MY MAID " “

MR. FAJANS HAS BEEN EMPLOYED IN SEVERAL OF NEW YORK'S CHIEF
DEPARTMENT STORES, INCLUDING [MACY'S?] IN NEW YORK, [MAY'S?] IN
BROOKLYN, [OHRBACHS?], [HEARNS?], AND VARIOUS [WOOLWORTH?]/ AND
[GRAND?] STORES. HE HELPED ORGANIZE UNIONS IN ALL THESE STORES, AND
HAS PARTICIPATED IN MANY STRIKES AND SIT-DOWNS. HE REMEMBERS THE
FAMOUS MARCH 1937 STRIKE STAGED BY [GRAND?] EMPLOYEES THROUGHOUT
NEW YORK CITY, WHICH LASTED FOR ELEVEN DAYS.... ' THE LEADERS KEPT
THE HOUR OF THE STRIKE SECRET UNTIL THE LAST MINUTE, SO THAT NEWS

OF IT WOULD NOT LEAK OUT TO THE MANAGEMENT. THE MANAGEMENT HAD
REFUSED TO NEGOTIATE WITH OUR COMMITTEE, AND THE WORKERS HAD
VOTED FOR A SIT-IN AS A DEMAND FOR SHORTER WORKING HOURS AND
BETTER [?] WORKING CONDITIONS. 4 '“ AT 11:30 A. M. ON MARCH 14, THE

[?] WHISTLES WERE BLOWN IN EVERY [GRAND?] STORE IN NEW YORK, AND

THE WORKERS EACH FINISHED THEIR [?] SALES AND FOLDED THEIR ARMS,
REFUSING TO WAIT ON ANY MORE CUSTOMERS. PRACTICALLY 100 PERCENT OF
THE WORKERS JOINED US, AND MOST OF THE STORES [?] ALMOST IMMEDIATLY
CLOSED THEIR DOORS. WE WERE PREPARED TO SAY STAY IN FOR A MONTH IF
NECESSARY. ARRANGEMENTS HAD BEEN MADE FOR FOOD AND BEDDING TO
BE BROUGHT IN, AND THE WORKERS NOTIFIED THEIR FAMILIES BY PHONE THAT
THEY WOULD BE AWAY FROM [?] HOME INDEFINITELY. WE HAD COTS BROUGHT
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IN AND BLANKETS, ELECTRIC BURNERS FOR [?] COFFEE, AND PLENTY OF EATS.
ALTHOUGH THERE WAS FOOD AND OTHER THINGS WE MIGHT HAVE USED IN
THE STORE, NONE OF OUR PEOPLE TOUCHED ANY SORT OF MERCHANDISE
DURING THE STRIKE. TWO ENGAGEMENTS WERE ANNOUNCED DURING

THE TIME WE SAT IN, AND WE HELD PARTIES. WE EVEN HELD A MARRIAGE
CEREMONY THERE FOR A COUPLE WHO DECIDED TO GET MARRIED DURING
THE STRIKE. THE GIRLS DRESSED UP THE BRIDE, AND THE FELLOWS GROOMED
THE GROOM, AND WE HAD A PRIEST SENT FOR, AND MARRIED THEM. " “ IT WAS
PRETTY COLD, BEING EARLY SPRING, AND THE BLANKETS WE HAD WERE NOT
ENOUGH, SO WE HAD TO HUDDLE TOGETHER AT NIGHTS.

5

SOME OF THE FELLOWS SLEPT ON THE COUNTERS. THERE WERE SOME
CANARY CAGES IN THE STORE, AND WE KEPT THE BIRDS FED... THEY'D TRILL
AND WAKE US UP EARLY EVERY MORNING. WE HAD GAMES LIKE CHECKERS
AND CARDS, AND WE HAD A RADIO, AND DANCED TO THE MUSIC. ' “ THE STRIKE
HELD OUT OVER EASTER WEEK, AND IT HAPPENED THAT SOME OF OUR PEOPLE
WERE ITALIANS AND IRISH CATHOLICS, SO SINCE THEY COULDN'T ATTEND
SERVICES, WE HELD EASTER SERVICES FOR THEM IN THE STORE. ' “ NOBODY
LEFT THE STORE, EXCEPT THE COMMITTEE TO CONTACT THE MANAGEMENT,
FOR ELEVEN DAYS. THE GIRLS HELD OUT JUST AS WELL AS THE FELLOWS,

AND EVERYONE TRIED TO BE GAY AND HAVE AS GOOD A TIME AS POSSIBLE.
LUCKILY, NO ONE IN OUR STORE GOT SICK DURING STRIKE. THE MANAGEMENT
FINALLY HEARD OUR COMMITTEE AND MET OUR DEMANDS— LARGELY AS

A RESULT OF THE PUBLICITY OUR SIT-DOWN HAD GOTTEN ALL OVER THE
COUNTRY...... "* ANOTHER STRIKE THAT GOT A LOT OF PUBLICITY WAS THE [MAY
DEPARTMENT STORE?] STRIKE IN BROOKLYN. THERE THE GIRLS GOT UP ON
THE ELEVATOR STRUCTURE AND SHOUTED THAT THE BOSS WAS UNFAIR. ON
LINCOLN'S BIRTHDAY, ONE OF THE BOYS DRESSED UP AS ABRAHAM LINCOLN
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6

WAS PARADING ON THE PICKET LINE. A POLICEMAN CAME UP TO HIM AND SAID,
' DON'T KNOW WHO THIS ABE IS, BUT ANYHOW YOU'RE UNDER ARREST!" " “
DURING THE [OHRBACH?] STRIKE A COUPLE OF YEARS AGO, TWO SALESGIRLS
PULLED A NEAT STUNT THAT RESULTED IN THE GRANTING OF OUR DEMANDS.
THERE WAS A DINNER BEING HELD FOR MR. OHRBACH AT THE HOTEL ASTOR, AT
WHICH HE SPOKE. NOW OHRBACH IS SUPPOSED TO BE A BIG PHILANTHROPIST,
CONTRIBUTES TO A LOT OF CHARITIES AND SUCH. WELL, WHEN HE WAS
SPOUTING ABOUT SOME OF THESE PUBLIC CHARITY FUNDS, TWO GIRLS WHO
HAD [?] CRASHED THE DINNER BY COMING IN BORROWED EVENING GOWNS,
CLIMBED UP ON THE BALCONY AND CHAINED THEMSELVES TO THE RAILING.
NOBODY HAD NOTICED THEM, AND SUDDENLY THEY BEGAN SHOUTING IN

THE MIDDLE OF OHRBACH'S SPEECH: ‘CHARITY BEGINS AT HOME! GIVE YOUR
EMPLOYEES SHORTER HOURS AND BETTER PAY!" OF COURSE, THERE WAS A
BIG HUBBUB, AND THE GIRLS WERE ARRESTED. BUT THE PAPERS CARRIED A
BIG STORY, AND THE BOSS HAD TO GRANT OUR DEMANDS TO APEASE PUBLIC
OPINION.’

FROM MISS CLARENE MICHAELSON, ORGANIZER FOR LOCAL 1250 OF THE
DEPARTMENT STORE WORKERS UNION, OBTAINED TWO POEMS WRITTEN BY [?]
DEPARTMENT STORE WORKERS. SHE GRANTS PERMISSION TO PRINT THEM.

[A SHOP GIRL'S SAGA?]
By

BETTY MINDLING, ( O Of NORTON'S DEPARTMENT STORE ) A SALESGIRL'S LIFE
IS NOT SO HOT, EVEN IN THE BETTER DEPT. SHOP, DEPOSITED EACH MORNING
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FROM THE SUBWAY CROP, TO WADE IN THE PUBLIC AUCTION LOT. WITH A
SMILE, WE STAND AIMED TO PLEASE, NO MATTER HOW FEET ACHE AND PAIN;
THOUGH SELECTED CLIENTELE COME TO TEASE, THE SHOW MUST GO ON—
THERE ARE SALES TO GAIN. THEN THERE ARE THOSE LADIES OF LEISURE, WHO
ALWAYS DALLY, [?] WAY AFTER THE CLOSING BELL; TO SERVE— WE ASSURE
THEM IS REALLY A PLEASURE; THOUGH WE WOULD AS LIEF TELL THEM TO GO
TO H—-. IF IN MANNER WE RIVAL THE HOLLYWOOD GLAMOUR, AND PUT ON THE
ACT TO CLOSE A DEAL, IT'S THE UNWRITTEN LAW— BY POPULAR CLAMOUR TO
SEASON ALL SALES WITH A DASH OF SEX APPEAL. THE RUN ON THE STOCK IS
SIMPLY TERRIFIC, TO KEEP IT APPEALING IS QUITE A DAY'S WORK; SUMMED UP,
OUR CALLING MUST BE PROLIFIC, TO TOTAL THE DEGREES OF DEPT. STORE
CLERK.

8
[BONUS PARTY?]

BY

SUE, (OF THE 5 AND 10 ON FOURTEENTH STREET ) SURE THEY / TAKE US OUT
ON PARTIES, WHEN WE WIN OUR BONUS MONIES; BUT WE GUESS THEY ONLY
DO IT TO MAKE US THINK THEY'RE HONEYS. WE MUST WORK HARD TO WIN IT,
BUT IT SHOULD GO IN OUR PAY; AND THE CHEAPEST WAY TO BUY US IS THE
BONUS PARTY WAY. SURE WE'LL WORK HARD AS WE MUST WORK BUT WE
KNOW WHAT TO DO; AND WE WILL HAVE OUR PARTIES AND MUCH BETTER [?]
PARTIES TOO. SO SIGN UP WITH THE UNION FOR WHAT WE WIN IS OURS AND WE
WOULDN'T HAVE TO LISTEN TO THE BOSSES HEARTS AND FLOWERS.

PRINTED IN '[HOT-SHOTS?]'

5 AND [LO?] CENT WEEKLY
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'[THE 1250 NEWS?], DEPARTMENT STORE WORKERS WEEKLY, PRINTS A
COLUMN CALLED '[UNDER THE COUNTER?], TO WHICH THE UNION WORKERS
CONTRIBUTE ITEMS OF GOSSIP PICKED UP ON THE JOB. A PLACE HAS BEEN
PROVIDED UNDER CERTAIN COUNTERS AT [HEARNS?] ON FOURTEENTH
STREET AND IN THE BRONX, [NORTON'S?], [HERSHEY WAREHOUSE?], AND THE
[WOOLWORTH STORES?], WHERE THE SALESCLERKS CAN DEPOSIT THEIR
CONTRIBUTIONS, TO BE COLLECTED BY REPORTERS FOR [THE 1250 NEWS.?]
SOME EXCERPTS FROM '[UNDER THE COUNTER?]' FOLLOW: 9 ' “ WHO WAS
THE SMART GIRL IN DRESSES 32, WHO TOLD AN EXECUTIVE SHE CHEWED
GUM TO KEEP HER TEMPERATURE DOWN?.... ' “ COLONIAL ROOM: THE BRIDAL
SUITE AT THE WALDORF HAS BEEN RESERVED FOR FEB. 19... WHO WAS THE
BLONDE WITH MY DANNY ON DYCKMAN STREET?... “ AL DAVIS OF LIQOUR IS

A PROUD HUSBAND— NICE GIRL, AL, TREAT HER RIGHT.... “ A CUSTOMER IN
THE CAFETERIA REMOVED HER FALSE TEETH AND LEFT THEM ON HER PLATE.
WHEN SHE CAME BACK, FRANK GAVE THEM TO HER ON A NICE CLEAN PLATE... “
SALESLADY: MAY | SERVE YOU MODOM?

CUSTOMER: | WANT A DRESS MIT A CIRCLE BOTTOM THAT | SHOULD VEAR IN
THE AFTERNOON VEN | CUT IT SHORT.... “ WHO IS THE MYSTERIOUS MAN WHO
COMES IN EVERY DAY TO LOOK IN THE MIRROR AND WATCH THE LADIES IN
THE FITTING ROOM? NAUGHTY, NAUGHTY!...... “CUSTOMER: | WANT SHOES,
SIZE HALF PAST EIGHT.... “ CUSTOMER IN THE OPTICAL DEPT. TOLD MISS BLAKE
'‘SURE AN' I'LL NEVER GET ANOTHER PAIR OF HEARN GLASSES— THEY GET ALL
STEAMED UP!'.... 10 “ MR. JIMMY TRAYNOR HAS GIVEN BLOOD TO TESSIE, THE
BASEMENT MATRON, WHO IS VERY ILL....

BONERS: ADVERTISEMENT: SHIRLEY TEMPLE RAIN CAPE, SIZE 9-12 SPECIAL
PRICE..... CUSTOMER APPROACHES INFORMATION CLERK AT HEARNS...
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CUSTOMER: WHERE CAN | FIND SHIRLEY TEMPLE? INFORMATION CLERK: | 'M
SORRY MADAM BUT SHIRLEY TEMPLE IS NOT IN THIS STORE. CUSTOMER: OH
YES SHE IS... | READ IT IN THE ADVERTISEMENT THAT SHE IS TO BE IN THE
STORE FROM 9 TO 12 A. M. “ MISS BUFF, OUR VERY EFFICIENT HEAD OF THE
COLLARS, IS ALWAYS AROUND THE MEN'S NECKS.... “ CUSTOMER, EXAMINING
BREAD BOX,: WHAT | WANT TO KNOW IS CAN MY COCKROACHES GET IN
THROUGH THESE HOLES?

MANAGER: WELL, MADAM, THAT DEPENDS ON THE SIZE OF YOUR
COCKROACHES. “ THINGS SALESGIRLS PUT UP WITH:

CUSTOMER: | WANT TO BUY A TEMPERATURE.
CLERK: A WHAT, MADAM?
CUSTOMER: A TEMPERATURE, TEMPERATURE!

YOU GUESSED IT, SHE WANTED A THERMOMETER. 11 “ MALE CUSTOMER:
WHERE KINIFOINDEBOIDFOOD?

SALESGIRL: | BEG YOUR PARDON?
CUSTOMER: WHERE KNINFOINDEBOIDFOOD? WHAT YOU FEED BOIDS WID.
/HOW WERE WE TO KNOW?/ “ CUSTOMER: WHERE ARE THE ROVING STAIRS? “

PERMISSION TO REPRINT THESE EXCERPTS FROM 1250 NEWS GRANTED BY
MISS MICHAELSON.
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